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1. INTRODUCTION

The Center for Family and Community Engagement is a public service and research center at
North Carolina State University. In September 2008, the university’s Board of Trustees
approved the establishment of the center. Now that the center has completed its first five
years of operation, it is timely to review the center’s goals and what it has accomplished in
meeting these goals and to look ahead to its future directions.

2. DESCRIPTION OF CENTER

The mission of the Center for Family and Community Engagement is to advance safe,
healthy, and productive families and communities. The center fosters family-community-
academic partnerships that are relevant and responsive to families and communities. The
center builds these partnerships by supporting community engagement, offering training and
technical assistance, and providing evaluation and research. The center works with
interdisciplinary partners on the local, national, and global levels to improve family and
community health and well-being.

All the work of the center concerns the scholarship of engagement, defined as:
The collaborative generation, refinement, conservation, and exchange of mutually
beneficial and societally relevant knowledge that is communicated to and validated by
peers in academe and the community. (Task Force, 2010, p. 15)
This approach fits well within the university as a research-extensive and land-grant institution
to better the lives of the people of North Carolina. See Appendix A for the center’s
publications and presentations.

The center, based in the College of Humanities and Social Sciences (CHASS), is positioned
to promote interdisciplinary collaboration on campus and with the community. These
collaborations are promoted by the center’s advisory council called the Networking Alliance,
which has community and academic members, and by the center’s faculty partners, who work
on specific projects.
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A strategic goal of the university is to enhance local and global engagement through focused
strategic partnerships. The center’s approach and work fully aligns with this goal. The most
extensive and long-term focus of the center has been engaging children, youth, and their
families in decision making and planning that affects their lives. The center is now



increasingly focusing on youth leadership development and health and well-being, areas
which relate to and extend beyond family engagement.

3. FOCUS: FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

3.1 North Carolina Family Group Conferencing Project

In 1998, the North Carolina Division of Social Services (NCDSS) and the center’s founding
director joined forces to support child welfare workers in adopting an inclusive planning
model called “family group conferencing.” This practice model brings together family
members of all ages, extended family, and other informal supports such as godparents and
neighbors to create and implement plans. The work in North Carolina built upon the center
director’s prior work in Canada on family group conferencing (Pennell & Burford, 2000).
NCDSS funded a four-year project enabling the university to work with 13 counties who
volunteered to test the model. The project was guided by a statewide advisory council with
family, community, agency, and university partners. To increase the project’s sensitivity to
cultural and safety issues, focus groups were held with African Americans, Cherokee, and
Latino (Waites, Macgowan, Pennell, Carlton-LaNey, & Weil, 2004); abused women and
women’s advocates (Pennell & Francis, 2005); and men and women using substances
(Pennell, 2005).

Impact. The pilot project demonstrated the feasibility of participatory planning with
families involved with child welfare (Pennell & Anderson, 2005). It provided practice
guidance on carrying out the model in safe and effective ways and means of
measuring model fidelity (Pennell, 2004, 2006). It also supported North Carolina
legislation and policy authorizing a participatory approach called child and family
team meetings (CFTs). These meetings were a key strategy in the state’s child welfare
reform referred to as Multiple Response System. The term child and family teams
originated in the mental health field (Stroul & Friedman, 1986), and in North
Carolina, child-and-family-serving agencies together decided to adopt this
terminology in order to emphasize their commitment to a system of care wrapped
around children and their families (North Carolina Collaborative, 2007). The North
Carolina Family Group Conferencing Project served as the springboard for the North
Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project.

3.2 North Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project

From 2002-2012, NCDSS funded the North Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project at
NC State University. The project team worked with state agencies to develop practice
guidance and deliver training on CFTs to service providers from different organizations
across the state. The project used a number of strategies to support good CFT practice. These
strategies included orienting child welfare workers and their community partners to CFTs,
providing training on how to organize and facilitate CFTs (Poindexter, Reikowsky, Koss, &
Pennell, 2010), encouraging the inclusion of children and youth at CFTs, and addressing
safety considerations such as domestic violence (Pennell & Koss, 2010). To assist training
participants with transferring learning to their work places, the project provided ongoing



consultation and online forums. This technical assistance and learning support was tailored to
requests from counties and emerging needs in the field. To increase understanding of family
and youth perspectives, the project gradually introduced a co-training model that paired a
family or youth partner trainer who had experienced receiving services with an agency trainer
who had experience delivering services (Allen-Eckard, Latz, & Coppedge, 2010). The
trainers also partnered with other organizations in developing and delivering curricula. A
prime example was joint training with the North Carolina Commission of Indian Affairs
regarding tribal notifications of children entering care.

Impact. Workers from all 200 North Carolina counties attended the formal training
events, and the counties averaged 71 attendees over the 10-year period (see Appendix
B). Some of the participants arrived with reluctance to the workshops, but by the end
of the trainings, most agreed or strongly agreed that they were glad that they
attended. The vast majority of participants also stated that they intended to use what
they learned in the training on returning to their jobs, a transfer-of-learning indicator
(Salas, Tannenbaum, Kraiger, & Smith-Jentsch, 2012). For events co-trained by
family and agency partners, survey respondents after the workshops reported that the
co-training provided insights on how to collaborate with families and that as a result,
their relationships with families had improved. During the life of this project, the
training team supported social services’ expansion of CFTs beyond child protection to
encompass the full range of child welfare services from in-home services to foster
care to adoption. The project further encouraged cross-system collaboration and
family-agency training partnerships, including through the System of Care/CFT
Training Project.

3.3 System of Care/Child and Family Team Training Project

In order to encourage CFT collaboration across systems, Bladen County Department of
Social Services with the support of NCDSS in 2006 funded the System of Care/Child and
Family Team Training Project. The North Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project
developed the curriculum in collaboration with a family advocacy organization, North
Carolina Families United, and the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Center for
Youth, Family and Community Partnerships. The pilots were carried out by trainers from all
three groups. The collaborative effort was facilitated by Resources for Change. Advice on the
curriculum was provided by the System of Care Child and Family Team Curriculum and
Training Group. This group had representation from parents, youth advocates, social services,
mental health, public health, juvenile justice, public instruction, and universities. The group
was affiliated with the State (later North Carolina) Collaborative for Children, Youth and
Families dedicated to encouraging coordinated services and family-agency partnerships.

Impact. The resulting products—the CFT curriculum and a training video—continue
to be used to encourage cross-system collaboration. The collaboration also supported
the establishment in 2007 of the Family Agency Collaborative Training Team
(FACTT) to provide leadership in the recruitment of family trainers and to support
partnership efforts between system and family partner trainers. FACTT is co-chaired
by a family trainer and agency trainer from the center. This group has been
instrumental in providing training on the co-training model called “Heart to Heart.”
The project encouraged the introduction of CFTs in schools through a state-funded
program called Child and Family Support Teams (Gifford et al., 2010) and through a



demonstration of CFTs in schools without this state funding. The latter was the
School-Based Child and Family Team Project based at North Carolina State
University.

3.4 School-Based Child and Family Teams Project

From 2006 to 2008, the School-Based Child and Family Teams Project developed and
delivered curricula on school-based CFTs and carried out the evaluation of this training
program. Funding support came from the North Carolina State Board of Education and North
Carolina Department of Public Instruction. The project worked with selected schools in
Alamance-Burlington, Duplin County, Scotland County, and Cherokee County. The
evaluation examined how to use CFTs in school settings, prevent academic failure and out-
of-home placement, and address a range of special needs related to such matters as
disabilities and homelessness (Pennell, 2008).

Impact. The project supported the schools in developing and implementing CFT
programs that emphasized the inclusion of children, youth, and their families in
planning; fit the local school and community context; and encouraged the
participation of community organizations and public agencies. The relationships
formed through this project continue to support school-based CFTs and involvement
of schools in CFTs held by child welfare. The center includes school personnel in its
CFT trainings or provides training directly to schools.

3.5 CenterPeace for Youth Project

With additional funding from the College of Humanities and Social Sciences at NC State
University, the center developed and delivered curricula on family engagement for youth
involved with both child welfare and juvenile justice. Four community forums were held in
the spring of 2011.These well-received training events galvanized the involvement of a wide
range of organizations. The events helped those familiar with CFTs to identify how to expand
their practice to include restorative justice approaches bringing together both those offending
and those affected by the offending.

Impact. The training modules were incorporated into NCSU social work curricula.
The process also helped to inform a commissioned report and national conference of
the Center for Juvenile Justice Reform at Georgetown University (Pennell, Shapiro, &
Spigner, 2011).

3.6 Family-Centered Practice Project

Beginning in sfy 2013, NCDSS increased the funding to the center so that it could offer
training not only on CFTs but more broadly on family-centered practice that is participatory
and culturally inclusive. The purpose of the Family-Centered Practice Project is to provide
training that assists DSS and their partners in applying a family-centered approach. Family is
broadly defined to encompass the immediate family, relatives, and other close supports. The
aim is to increase the capacity of families and their communities to promote optimal child
and youth development and to reduce child abuse and neglect. The trainings are directed to
county DSS workers as well as their partners including children, youth, and their families;



resource parents; community organizations such as mediation centers, and public agencies
such as schools and mental health. Under this contract, the center also undertook training on
cultural competency, family preservation, and family support. The center expanded its
application of co-training and used this approach in curricula such on father engagement and
military families.

Impact. The Family-Centered Practice Project has only been in operation for
somewhat over one year. Nevertheless, the expansion beyond the focus on CFTs
under the North Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project has led to extending the
center’s networks and its capacity to respond to emerging issues while still remaining
grounded in family engagement.

3.7 National and International Collaborations

Work in North Carolina on family engagement is informed and reinforced by national and
international collaborations, and the center has made substantial contributions to these
exchanges. Nationally, the center contributed to the development and testing of model fidelity
measures (Washington, DC—Burford, Pennell, & Edwards, 2011; Pennsylvania—Rauktis,
Fitzpatrick, Jung, & Pennell, 2012) and to practice guidance and policy in different fields
(e.g., child welfare—American Humane Association, 2010; juvenile justice—Pennell,
Shapiro, & Spigner, 2011; domestic violence—Pennell & Kim, 2010; education—Pennell &
Rikard, 2013).

International collaborations connect the center to wider movements on family engagement,
restorative justice, indigenous practices, women and children’s rights, and responsible
fatherhood. These collaborations include Australia and the United Kingdom (Pennell,
Burford, Connolly, & Morris, 2011), Canada (Pennell & Burford, 2009), New Zealand
(Pennell, Maxwell, & Nash, 2012), and Israel (Hall, Pennell, & Rikard, in process). The
center has been working with an international team in Guatemala to increase family group
solutions in response to the country’s overreliance first on intercountry adoptions and now on
institutional care of children (Rotabi, Pennell, Roby, & Bunkers, 2012). This project has
already led to the piloting of family group conferencing in courts and institutions in
Guatemala and to the incorporation of the model into academic curricula (Roby, Pennell,
Rotabi, Bunkers, & de Uclés, under review).

4, FOCUS: YOUTH LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

The family engagement work and two recent projects have supported the center in moving
into youth leadership development. The work to date has focused on foster youth. The
underlying assumption is that youth who have experienced trauma and displacement can
increase their sense of self-efficacy by taking charge of their lives with the support of caring
adults and in concert with peers. The strategies for youth leadership development include the
center’s seeking youth perspectives via focus groups, surveys, and councils/ forums;
providing training to youth; offering co-training by youth and agency partners; and more
broadly supporting their capacity for successful launches into adulthood.



4.1 North Carolina Family-Centered Meetings Project

To become better attuned to issues facing foster youth, the North Carolina Family-Centered
Meetings Project conducted focus groups with young people living in DSS care. After
listening to their experiences, the center created a new curriculum specifically for foster
youth on how to participate in CFTs and make the best use of the planning forum.

Impact. The youth taking part in the workshops reported that the training helped them
to learn how to manage their posture and body language, use communication skills to
speak up for themselves, access their support systems of peers and adults, and plan
rather than react. As one foster youth simply stated, “Because of this workshop I think
I will definitely think before I act.” The curriculum was used by the center’s U.S.
Children’s Bureau funded project and continues to be delivered by the Family-
Centered Practice Project.

4.2 Fostering Youth Educational Success Project (Fostering YES)

The U.S. Children’s Bureau funded the center in conjunction with the Department of Social
Work to carry out the Fostering Youth Educational Success Project in Cumberland County
during 2011-2013 (Pennell & Rikard, 2013). The objectives of the project were to develop a
planning infrastructure that included youth voices, to formulate data-driven policies and
procedures, and to pilot and refine curricula supporting educational success. Early in the
project, a Youth Advisory Council and Project Advisory Council were initiated and met
regularly to guide the work. Formation of the Youth Advisory Council was possible because
of hosting by Cumberland Social Services’ independent living program (LINKS) and
coordination by a foster care alumna with whom the youth readily identified and whom they
trusted. Focus groups and then surveys with foster youth were used to ascertain their views
on facilitators of and barriers to their educational success. To determine the foster youth’s
experience of school and placement moves, the center linked de-identified Social Services
and Schools administrative data for youth in care three months prior to the start of the project.
Using mapping technology, these data were analyzed to determine the transportation costs
related to the youth’s movement away from their school of origin (Rikard & Pennell, 2012).
Evaluation findings were incorporated into training curricula that were well received by
foster youth, kin and licensed caregivers, school educators, service providers, and university
students. The impact was heightened by using a co-training model of a youth or family
partner trainer and an agency partner trainer. The advisory councils reviewed research on
different approaches to supporting the educational achievement of foster youth and then
formulated plans for educational liaison.

Impact. Over the course of the 17-month project, structures were put in place to
sustain the work in the county and expand outward across the state. The LINKS
coordinator was designated as the educational liaison with a counterpart in schools.
To expedite tracking of foster youth’s placements and removals and their CFTs,
Cumberland Social Services developed automated forms over the project period. Data
from the first roll-out of these forms were sent to the center, and preliminary analyses
were made of the predictors of school and placement moves. Findings were reported
to the North Carolina Educational Stability Task Force, which coordinates a cross-
system assessment of foster youth’s education and serves as a platform for policy



development. The curricula developed by Fostering YES continue to be used in the
Family-Centered Practice Project.

4.3 Youth Leadership Café

What was learned from Fostering YES Project led to the submission of a funding
application called the Youth Leadership Café to the North Carolina State University, Office
of Extension, Engagement, & Economic Development. The project is funded for sfy 2014.
The project’s goal is to develop the youth-family-community partnerships that support the
leadership of current and former foster youth. The center and SaySo (Strong Able Youth
Speaking Out), a substitute care advocacy agency, will co-host the café to encourage
conversational leadership and democratic engagement. Participants will include foster
youth, family trainers, and agency and community stakeholders. The relaxed setting is
intended to help the group form social connections, identify issues and resources, and
formulate an action plan, including steps for sharing what is learned. After the café, the
center will send to participants a summary of the action plan and within two months, re-
contact participants to check on progress in implementing the plan. The center with youth
and community partners will share lessons learned through multiple formats including
social media, conference presentations, and co-training by partners who bring relevant
personal and work experience.

Impact. This project is in progress.

5. FOCUS: HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Family engagement and youth leadership development both contribute to health and
wellbeing. Three other projects specifically focus on health and wellbeing. These projects
concern fathering in the context of family violence, wellness of student veterans, and
community health advisors to reduce cancer disparities.

5.1 Strong Fathers Project

With funding from NCDSS, the Strong Fathers started in 2009 and offers a psycho-
educational group on fathering to men who have abused their partners and whose families are
receiving child welfare services. The goal is for the men to learn how to relate in safe and
supportive ways to their children and the mothers of their children. The curriculum was
developed by the Center for Child and Family Health (Ake 111, Bauman, Briggs, &
Starsoneck, 2009). Family Services, Inc. began delivery of the 20-week program in Winston-
Salem in 2009, and the Center for Child and Family Health started holding groups in Durham
in 2012. The center at NC State University is responsible for evaluating the program’s
outcomes.

Impact. A qualitative analysis of the men’s self-assessments found that the men who
stayed with the group were pushed by their determination to become better men and
fathers and pulled by their yearning to be close to their children (Pennell, Sanders,



Rikard, Shepherd, & Starsoneck, 2013). An analysis of NCDSS child maltreatment
data for the first 53 enrolled men indicates that the group has a positive impact
(Pennell, Rikard, & Sanders, in press). The families of the 53 men saw a dramatic
decrease in child protection findings from the pre to post-enrollment periods. In the
year prior to enrollment, 18 families had at least one finding; after enrollment, only 4
families had at least one finding. Thus, 49 (92%) of the 53 families did not have a
post-enrollment finding.

5.2 Wellness and Student Veterans at North Carolina State University

In syf 2010, the center piloted a method for assessing the wellness of student veterans on
campus. The project was funded by a Scholarship and Research Award from the College of
Humanities and Social Sciences. With the permission of Jane Myers at the University of
North Carolina at Greensboro, the survey used the adult version of the Five Factor Wellness
Inventory. Consultation for the project was provided by Mary Koss at the University of
Arizona and Vet Centers in Raleigh, NC, and Tucson, AZ. The Student Veterans of America,
NCSU Chapter, encouraged participation in the survey and later distributed a summary of the
findings to their membership. The survey distributed to 362 students at the end of spring
semester had a low return rate. The 51 participants in the study sample responded to most or
all items, and their overall wellness scores tended to be higher than norms, except for their
sense of spirituality, that is, their overall sense of purpose, meaning, and optimism toward the
future. Women respondents had significantly lower average scores than the men (Pennell,
2011).

Impact. The project pointed to further areas for study and helped to develop the
center’s understanding of issues affecting veterans. This assisted the center in
designing and implementing Fostering YES in Cumberland County with a high
presence of military-affiliated families.

5.3 Cancer Disparities Reduction Collaborative

In sfy 2014, a Faculty Partner with the center, Marcie Fisher-Borne, was awarded a grant
from the American Cancer Society to examine the impact of community health advisors on
reducing cancer disparities. Interviews and focus groups with community health advisor field
staff and coordinators will be conducted in eight southern states. The participants will be
asked about their perceptions of the program’s achievements and implementation facilitators
and barriers.

Impact. Project is in progress.

6. LOOKING AHEAD

The center has been effective in sustaining focused strategic partnerships on family
engagement within and beyond North Carolina. These partnerships are long-term, extensive,
and growing; they have had a substantial impact on practice and policy; and they have



contributed to methodological developments in training and evaluation. Renewed funding of
the Family-Centered Practice Project will sustain this focus, and national and international
collaborations will enrich and extend thinking on family engagement within different
settings.

The more recent center focus on youth leadership development emerged out of the
partnerships on family engagement, in particular the emphasis on including youth in decision
making over their lives. The Fostering YES project helped the center to move into
infrastructure building with foster youth and their community supports to promote
educational achievement. The Youth Leadership Café will develop the youth-community-
university partnerships beyond one county to encourage leadership in a relaxed and
participatory setting. The Family-Centered Practice Project will sustain this focus, and the
center’s involvement with restorative justice, children’s rights, and other democratic
approaches will inform this focus.

The evolving focus on health and wellbeing is likely to take the center in new and positive
directions. The three projects in this focus area—Strong Fathers, Student Veterans, and
Cancer Disparities Reduction Collaborative—may eventually branch into distinct focus areas.
Strong Fathers has the closest links to the family engagement work because it looks at how to
connect fathers to their children and partners in safe ways. Its funding, dating back to 2009,
has been the most long-term of the three projects. The Student Veterans’ project, although
quite brief, has benefitted the center by extending its networks and tested a wellness
instrument with veterans. The Cancer Disparities Reduction Collaborative takes the center
into a new health area while retaining its emphasis on community engagement.

The center has been effective in obtaining external funding on a consistent and sustained
basis. Its contracts demonstrate long-term relationships with state agencies which has
supported interdisciplinary work. Team members have ensured dissemination through
different means to make its scholarship accessible to a wide range of groups in the
community and academe. In carrying out its work, the center has engaged students in high-
impact and varied public service and research opportunities. To support student involvement,
the center plans to continue to offer financial assistance and help them to meet academic
requirements.

The center has fostered a culture of inclusion and co-leadership by appointing a range of key
stakeholders on its advisory council and by supporting a co-training model. Reinforcing this
culture will require ongoing stakeholder guidance and staff development. Factors that may
enable the expression of this culture are the center’s mission, guiding principles, and
commitment to developing cultural understanding through its training, research, and
publication. The application of the scholarship of engagement serves to bind together the
center’s public service and research.

Particularly affirming of the center’s stance of inclusion and co-leadership are its two
recognitions:

Opal Mann Green. In 2013, the Center for Family and Community Engagement was awarded
the Opal Mann Green Engagement and Scholarship Award. The university award recognizes
the contributions of the center and its partners to supporting safe, healthy, and productive
families and communities and to generating societally relevant scholarship.



SaySo. In 2013, a North Carolina association of youth in substitute care, SaySo, awarded a
Certificate of Appreciation to the center in recognition of its partnering approach.
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Appendix B: North Carolina Family-Centered Meeting Project, 2002-2012

Work Location of Participants Completing a Training Event
(SFY 2002-2012)

- o970 - 457 Source: Worm Canlina Division of Soclal Senvice bmaliaining events.
Does not nclde technical asskstance or omer contRds.

Mean = 71
SHandard Ceviation = 65



Comparison of Responses to Two Questions:
Prior to Attending this Training, | was Eager to Come & Now That the Training is
Over, I’'m Glad | Attended (SFY 2002-2012)*
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[l /=5 eager to come to this training
Bl Glad | attended this training

*Note: Formal North Carolina Division of Social Service curricula.

I intend to use what I learned in training on my job*
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*Note: Beginning in January 2008, participants responded to the question, “I intend to use
what | learned in training on my job” for formal North Carolina Division of Social Service

curricula.




